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The Conditions of Critical Knowledge on Capitalism  
or: The Conflict between the Economy and Philosophy
Abstract
Beginning with a presentation of the asymmetry between philosophical and economic reflec-
tion, the article assesses the possible effects of practical philosophy in relation to the criti-
cal analysis of the independent economic domain. The article emphasizes the importance of 
political genealogy of capitalism which explains conceptual mutations leading to a) auton-
omisation of economic reflection, b) self­hegemonic economic reflection, c) domination of 
“real abstraction” that reflects not mental operations but social practice in capitalism. It is 
necessary to conceive differences between economics, the economy and economic domain, 
as well as to establish mediation between these domains. It is important not to perceive 
theoretical production as passive reflection in relation to reality, but to consider the theory 
as a constitutive­practical factor, as the condensation of certain social relationships. For 
economics (“dismal science”), this means that it is co­constitutive in relation to “economic 
reality”. Practical philosophy can contribute to the self­awareness of economic reflection 
in three domains: a) the relevance of ideology in relation to the autonomy of the economic 
sphere, b) the importance of the measure for the economising, c) the form–substance prob-
lem. Based on the effects in the mentioned domains, practical philosophy could evoke the 
fact that the core of the economy is something that transcends the phenomenon of economy. 
The foundation of the economy is based on non­economic categories.
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Introduction: Difficulties of confronting 










discipline  is  an “imperial”  science  that has  “epistemic authority” based on 
which  it can convey categories  to other disciplines. Although  the  imperial-
ism of “economics” can be corrected with  the principle of  fallibilism,1  the 
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economic reflection,  in its self-assertion, acts as a guide to the truth of the 
modern world and to see its relation to other disciplines as asymmetrical.
However,  in  relation  to  our  initial  thoughts,  an  objection  can  be  made:  is 
the emphasis on the difficulty of comparing philosophy and economics too 
heavy? Namely,  there are  important books  that opt   for  the  title philosophy 
of  economics. We should ask:  is  it not  enough  to descriptively call  for  the 
fact that there are different theoretical achievements that are directed towards 
























ambitions  and  economic  argumentation.  John  M.  Keynes,  an  unavoidable 
referential point for the economists after World War II (nowadays he is the 
















sophical  and  economic  reflections.  But  is  this  descriptive  phenomenology 
of  the collaboration between philosophy and economics not only a  truism? 
The “epistemic  authority”  attributed  to  economic  reflection,  as well  as  the 
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evolution  of  autonomous  economic  science,  cannot  be  explained  based  on 
personal  motives  of  individual  theoreticians. Treatment  of  the  relationship 
between philosophy and distinguished economic reflection  is possible only 
in capitalism: in the pre-capitalist periods, the same relation cannot be made 
















and  realisation of  transcendence  concerning  the  epoch.  In  fact,  philosophy 
that does not only passively testify about its own time, but intends to accept 
it critically  would  have  to  endeavour  to  understand  the  state  of  economic 
reflection as the signum of the epoch. In this way, philosophy could be the 
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capacity of  its  knowledge. Philosophy  assesses itself  in meeting with  eco-
nomics and develops its self-criticism.10

















communal  life by measures of  the highest principles  that has  the power of 
directing. The historical loss of the position of practical philosophy and the 
retreat of economic reflections from the mentioned field immediately directs 
us  to  the genealogical problem of  the relationship between philosophy and 
economy. Namely, we are immediately forced to clearly define our path given 
the  stated opinion  that  the mentioned  relationship can be made  intelligible 




and everyday commodity exchanges, or there is a common ground between 
our mental apparatus and the circulation of commodities. Based on the cat-
egory of “real abstraction”, Sohn-Rethel places the transcendental aspects of 









nications  loaded with  the dynamic of abstraction. The  intellectuality of  the 
categories of philosophy is associated with abstraction emerging in exchange: 
Sohn-Rethel makes a clear parallel between the diffusion of money and the 
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ity-based re­reading of the origin of philosophy: the conceptual thinking that 




of the genuine philosophical problem of abstraction, the abstraction process 
that is stored in the structural dynamic of capitalism. According to him, we 
can conclude  that  it  is not enough  to say  that capitalism  is a philosophical 
problem as well, or that it can be thematised from a philosophical perspective. 
Based on real abstractions, it is itself philosophically determined, its autos has 
a strong philosophical character.






justifiable  to  create  a  causal  relationship  between  the  commodity  dynamic 







of  human behaviour but  it was  always  about  certain,  controlled,  particular 
segments. The self-referentiality of commodity defines only the basic matrix 
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Therefore, there is asynchrony between the dynamics of commodity and phi-





account and  ignores production. Why should we  ignore  the significance of 
production,  the  relevance of  relations between production  agencies  for  the 
emergence of real abstractions? The ignorance of co-constitutivity between 
production and exchange is destined to fail.













but also a philosopher who in Elements of philosophy of right, following the 
immanent dialectics of  needs  in  civil  society,  reached  the modern  issue of 
imperialism as the internal tendency of capitalism.19























emphasise  that  the structural logic of  the political genealogy of capitalism 
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A real blunder of economics is the immanent political part in it. Economic 
reflection  is always characterized by a certain political discourse. The con-
cept  of  political economy,  which  accepted  as  a  standard  term,  defines  the 





cally appears within  the  framework where Smith emphasizes  the necessity 
to  increase  “state  wealth”.  Uneconomic  goals  outline  imminent  economic 
categories. Smith attacks “prosperity” and “luxury” based on the claim that it 
is a “feminine” category, and he even complains that commercial relaxation 
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for the benevolent “making up of people” (I. Hacking), he is an authoritarian 
instance which will clear  the way by managing  the elements of  fairness  in 
the market order. We must pay attention to the fact that the political economy 
is, at first, a part of the science that deals with legislation and statesman. 
Smith has in mind the fact that the statesman will make the society “play” the 




Michel  Foucault  dealt  with  this  topic,  as  well:  he  follows  the  path  that  is 
different from ours because he analyzes the way “economics is being intro-
duced into political practice”,27 and we direct our attention from politics to 
economics. However,  the  result  is  similar  because we both draw  the  same 










interested in: economic reasoning must be understood through the prism of 
dialectic unity between experience of indeterminism and authoritative “con-
trol”, that is, based on mechanism of “making up of people”.
The  most  important  aspect  is  the  fact  that  economic  reflection  has  always 
been  involved  in  the  mechanisms  of  “taming  of  the  chance”.  Moreover,  it 
has been involved in mechanisms of promising freedom and in mechanisms 
































self-hegemonising position.  In  fact,  the scarcity  is promoted by economics 




reason.  In  contrast,  our genealogical  reason demonstrates  that  scarcity  is  a 











We  disclaim  the  concept  of  neutral  theory  and  understanding  of  “reality” 
which is purified from theoretical interventions. Foucault emphasised the role 
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Practical philosophy confronted with 














in which ideological elements are manifested in the centre of economisation: 
as  a  critic of  the paradigm of  representation,  it  is  clear  for him  that  ideol-
ogy cannot be reduced to cognitive illusion. A “reality” that is purified from 






















be  an  indispensable  mediation  between  us  and  things. The  problem  of  the 
technique  of  measuring  affects  the  domain  of  economy  and  culminates  in 



























There are widespread discussions on  the  relationship between  the measure 
and  “immeasurable”. For  example,  in  the  critical  accounts  of  vitalism,  the 
category of life appears to be the horizon of “immeasurable”.42 Following this 
34
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against  constant  flux.  Cf.  Philip  Mirowski, 
“Learning  the Meaning of a Dollar: Conser-




Antonio Negri, Marx Beyond Marx: Lessons 
on the Grundrisse,  Autonomedia  –  Pluto, 
New  York  1991.  Michael  Hardt  and  Negri 
think  that  “biopolitical  products  (…)  tend 
to  exceed  all  quantitative  measurement”. 










For us,  the measure could be  treated only  in  the  light of socially mediated 
validation as the process of emerging objectivity: the quantitative magnitudes 
of value are the manifestation of this objectivity. The main point is the con-

































affirmation  of  economic  analysis  as  a  study  about  social  forms  in  which 
the economic categories,  such as work, are manifested,  serves  the critical 
goals.
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Henry  is  critical  of  the  “reality  of  abstraction”  in  capitalism,  for  him,  the 










Henry’s work  represents  the part of  the critical  tradition  that addresses  the 






ing the appropriate form of subjectivity. The critical orientation of economic 
reflections always presents the co­constitutive status of capitalist subjectivity 
and objectivity.
It  is political genealogy of capitalism that contributed to  the difference be-
tween economy and “non-economy”. However, this separation is never “com-
pleted” and is at no time “successful”,49 self-differentiation of economics is an 
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Visker  reaches  the  similar  conclusion  but 
only  about  separation  in  comparison  to  sci-
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are  no pure  economic problems”.50  Smith, Hegel  and Marx  could  confirm 
this account.
We  were  interested  in  the  complex  relationships  between  economics,  the 
economy, and economisation. The analysis of the origins of economics was 
carried out based on the belief that theory is an expression of certain power-
based social relationships, that is, the theoretical production is a manifesta-






the  “destruction”  of  community-structures  by  economists.52 This  is  not  an 




is  claimed  that  mainstream  economists  just  enjoy  the  underlying  fantasies 
that appear in society; the gendered economy is affirmed against these “fanta-
sies”.53 The self-hegemony of economic reflection is not an excessive-mental 
product of  the  theoreticians;  it  is  the manifestation of  structural  tendencies 
in capitalism determined by (cyclically reorganised) economisation. And the 
theoretical reflection is not just a “passive” medium that receives non-theoret-








Uvjeti kritičkog znanja o kapitalizmu 
ili: sukob između ekonomije i filozofije
Sažetak
Počinjući s predstavljanjem asimetrije između filozofske i ekonomske refleksije, rad istražuje 
moguće efekte praktičke filozofije u odnosu spram kritičke analize neovisne oblasti ekonomije. 
Rad naglašava važnost političke genealogije kapitalizma koja objašnjava konceptualne mu-
tacije što vode do a) autonomizacije ekonomske refleksije, b) samo­hegemonske ekonomske 
refleksije i c) dominacije »zbiljske apstrakcije« kakva odražava ne toliko mentalne operacije 
koliko društvenu praksu u kapitalizmu. Važno je osmisliti razlikovanja među ekonomikom, eko-
nomijom i ekonomskom oblasti, kao i uspostaviti medijaciju među ovim domenama. Važno je 
da se teorijska proizvodnja ne opaža kao pasivna refleksija vezana za zbilju, nego da se razma-
tra teoriju kao konstitutivno­praktički faktor, kao zgušnjavanje određenih društvenih odnosa. 
Za ekonomiku (»turobnu znanost«), to znači da je su­konstitutivna prema »ekonomskoj zbilji«. 
Praktička filozofija može doprinijeti samosvjesnosti ekonomske refleksije na tri područja: a) 
važnost ideologije u svezi s autonomijom ekonomske sfere, b) važnost mjere za ekonomizaciju, 
c) problem oblik–sadržaj. Na osnovi efekata spomenutih domena, praktička filozofija mogla bi 
pobuditi činjenicu da je jezgra ekonomije nešto što transcendira fenomen ekonomije. Osnove su 
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Alpar Lošonc
Die Bedingungen des kritischen Wissens über 
den Kapitalismus oder: der Konflikt zwischen Wirtschaft und Philosophie
Zusammenfassung
Ausgehend von einer Darstellung der Asymmetrie zwischen philosophischer und wirtschaft-
licher Reflexion beurteilt der Artikel mögliche Auswirkungen der praktischen Philosophie in 
Bezug auf die kritische Analyse der unabhängigen Wirtschaftsdomäne. Der Artikel betont die 
Bedeutung der politischen Genealogie des Kapitalismus, die konzeptuelle Mutationen erklärt, 
die zu der a) Autonomisierung der ökonomischen Reflexion, b) selbsthegemonialen ökono-
mischen Reflexion und c) Dominanz der „realen Abstraktion“ führen, die nicht mentale Ope-
rationen, sondern vielmehr soziale Praktiken im Kapitalismus widerspiegelt. Es ist notwendig, 
Unterschiede zwischen Ökonomik, Ökonomie und der ökonomischen Domäne festzustellen, wie 
auch eine Vermittlung zwischen diesen Bereichen einzurichten. Fernerhin ist es wichtig, die 
theoretische Produktion nicht als passive Reflexion in Bezug auf die Realität wahrzunehmen, 
sondern die Theorie als konstitutiv­praktischen Faktor, als Verdichtung bestimmter sozialer Be-
ziehungen einzuschätzen. Für die Ökonomik („düstere Wissenschaft“) bedeutet dies, dass sie in 
puncto „ökonomischer Realität“ mitkonstituierend ist. Die praktische Philosophie kann in drei 
Bereichen zur Selbstwahrnehmung der wirtschaftlichen Reflexion beitragen: a) die Relevanz 
der Ideologie hinsichtlich der Autonomie der Wirtschaftssphäre, b) die Bedeutung der Maßnah-
me für die Ökonomisierung, c) das Form­Inhalt­Problem. Basierend auf den Auswirkungen in 
den genannten Bereichen könnte die praktische Philosophie die Tatsache wachrufen, dass der 
Kern der Wirtschaft etwas ist, was das Phänomen der Wirtschaft transzendiert. Das Fundament 




Conditions de la connaissance critique sur 
le capitalisme ou : le conflit entre l’économie et la philosophie
Résume
En présentant, au départ, l’asymétrie entre réflexion philosophique et économique, l’article 
examine les effets possibles de la philosophie pratique par rapport à l’analyse critique du do-
maine économique indépendant. L’article souligne l’importance de la généalogie politique du 
capitalisme qui explique les mutations conceptuelles menant à a) une autonomisation de la ré-
flexion économique, b) la réflexion économique auto­hégémonique, c) la domination de l’ « abs-
traction véritable » qui ne reflète pas tellement des opérations mentales, mais des pratiques 
sociales dans le capitalisme. Il est nécessaire de concevoir des différences entre l’économie, 
les sciences économiques et le domaine économique, ainsi que d’établir une médiation entre 
ces domaines. De même, il importe de ne pas percevoir la production théorique Comme une 
réflexion passive en relation avec la réalité, mais de considérer la théorie comme un facteur 
constitutif pratique, comme une condensation de certaines relations sociales. Pour les sciences 
économiques (« science lamentable »), cela signifie qu’elles sont co­constitutives par rapport 
50
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à la « réalité économique ». La philosophie pratique peut contribuer à la connaissance de soi 
de la réflexion économique dans trois domaines : a) la pertinence de l’idéologie par rapport à 
l’autonomie de la sphère économique, b) l’importance de la mesure pour réaliser l’économie, 
c) le problème de la forme et du contenu. La base de l’économie repose sur des catégories non 
économiques.
Mots-clés
marchandise, capitalisme, autonomisation, réflexion économique, mesure, forme, Karl Marx
